WERNERSVILLE ASYLUM. HOW NEARLY 
TWO HUNDRED LUNATICS LIVED LAST 
SUMMER. 

FROM THE PHILADELPHIA “PUBLIC LEDGER,” DEC. 26, 1893. 

Those who have seen hundreds of lunatics with 
nothing to do, sitting day after day in the same corri¬ 
dors of the hospitals in which they are confined, with 
the same faces about them,£an easily understand that no 
amount of medical attention could better their mental 
condition as well as occupation. This, and the experi¬ 
ments carried on in a small way in the various hospitals, 
led the State authorities to determine on the establish¬ 
ment of a large industrial institution exclusively for the 
treatment of the chronic insane. 

THE SITE OF THE ASYLUM. 

Wernersville, the site chosen, was most happy. 
Scarcely a more charming or healthful location could 
have been selected. For years this lovely mountain 
resort has been celebrated for its scenery, the bracing 
nature of its air, the purity of its drinking water, and for 
the comparative absence throughout the year of the 
pestiferous mosquito. 

At this piace, on the line of the Lebanon Valley Rail¬ 
road, the State purchased three farms, aggregating 518 
acres. On rolling ground, with splendid orchards of 
ancient apples and huge groves of venerable oaks and 
other trees, the new possession is in itself enticing, but 
with its surroundings is unexcelled in the Common¬ 
wealth. Back of the grounds are the picturesque South 
Mountain range, their rounded summits and steep sides 
richly clothed by deciduous trees. In front the Lebanon 
Valley lies like a beautiful map, stretching far to the 
westward and marked wiih rich farms, and some twenty 
miles to the northward to the base of the Blue Moun¬ 
tains, appropriately named from the delicate blue haze 
which envelopes them. 
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On the side of a sugar-loaf shaped hill in the rear, a 
clear mountain stream has its rise, from whence it 
rushes pell-mell through a narrow, picturesque valley— 
a part of the asylum grounds—to join other waters that 
empty finally into the Schuylkill. This stream is called 
by the people who live thereabouts, the Whisco Nisco 
creek, probably a corruption of Wiconisco, and it is es¬ 
timated that upward of a million gallons of water flow 
daily over its course. Through the pretty valley and 
along the dancing stream, there is an ideal country road, 
fringed with bushes, and, in summer, with wild flowers, 
and overhung by the trees of the mountain side. Wind¬ 
ing and narrow, rivalling the stream and landscape in 
beauty, it takes its way through the South Mountain 
range*to the Lebanon Valley Railroad, where a station 
has been erected for the accommodation of the asylum 
visitors. 


LUNATICS ROUGHING IT. 

As soon as possible after the State came into posses¬ 
sion of the three properties, the erection of the splendid 
buildings now nearly completed, was begun. But al¬ 
though these were pushed as rapidly as possible, they 
did not progress as fast as the hearts of those bound up 
in the welfare of the chronic insane desired, and a bold 
and successful attempt was made to establish patients in 
temporary quarters on the grounds, and the ingenuity 
displayed in doing this was as creditable as it was won 
derful. 

On one of the properties purchased was a large stone 
farm-house, built eighty-six years ago, with low ceilings, 
wide halls, and full of windows and corner closets and 
with many doors, the designs and carvings of which 
carry one back to pre-Revolutionary days. A few hun¬ 
dred yards away, on the Whisco Nisco creek, stood an¬ 
other, though smaller stone dwelling, over which grape¬ 
vines grew in wild profusion, a good frame barn and a 
large three-story trimmed stone grist mill. Intelligent 
eyes immediately saw how these and other things about 
might be utilized to further the humane scheme. Some 
changes were made in the large stone house; a few par¬ 
titions were torn down ; a large, rough enclosed shed 
built against the rear where a ramshackle porch had 
stood ; a temporary outkitchen of frame was constructed, 
and then one hundred female chronic insane were 
drafted from the five State hospitals and installed. 
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While these changes were being made in this build¬ 
ing, workmen were making alterations to the grist mill 
and the large barn on the Whisco Nisco. In the former, 
the machinery occupied the rear half of all three stories. 
Rough board partitions were soon run up in front, and 
there were at once three commodious rooms. The barn 
was given a good cleaning, what cracks there were in the 
side were covered, and two more comfortable dormi¬ 
tories were created. In the mill and the barn about one 
hundred male insane patients were quartered, where 
they speedily made themselves at home. 

But this was but the beginning of a marvellous 
change, not only in the place, but in the patients them¬ 
selves, in which was plainly demonstrated the wisdom of 
the work and of the State in establishing it. As one of 
the fundamental principles of this new asylum was that 
the patients should labor, they were given employment 
as soon as fairly installed. There was much to do, and 
it is creditable to the character of those who have the 
institution in charge that the patients worked with a 
will, and it was evident that coercion was unnecessary. 
Everywhere cheerfulness was visible, and whenever an 
attendant, or a physician came among them, they were 
saluted by the lunatics, not only with words of good¬ 
will, but almost invariably of affection. About the stone 
house given over to the female insane, were a number of 
small structures of a miscellaneous character common to 
old farm-houses. Some of them were torn down, and 
with the lumber and about $2.50 worth of nails, the 
lunatics, it is stated, at the suggestion of one of their 
number, constructed a covered passage way between the 
male and female quarters, a rough looking concern, it is 
true, but very acceptable in rainy weather. One of the 
structures not razed was an old blacksmith-shop, a foot 
or more of grimy coal dust and dirt was on the floor, soot 
and dust begrimed the walls and ceiling. Male lunatics 
cleared away the floors, and females scrubbed and 
white-washed the walls and ceilings. Some benches 
were put in, and the place was transformed into an iron¬ 
ing-room of a laundry as neat and serviceable as could 
be desired. Close beside this old blacksmith-shop was a 
dilapidated outdoor fireplace, where the farmer’s wife, in 
years gone by, hung a great black iron kettle for wash¬ 
day work. A little repairing, a shed of rough boards 
constructed about it, and the wash-room of the laundry 
was ready. 
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A COUNTRY-STORE. 

Then a temporary frame shed was built close to the 
rear of the old stone farm-house in which to store pro¬ 
visions, and any one who entered it could feel that it was 
a perfect reproduction of an old-fashioned country store. 
It only needed a scrawling sign, “post-office,” over the 
desk and a huge stove in the centre, and a few lounging 
farmers about to make the illusion complete. The goods 
were there in seemingly endless variety, the pleasant 
composite odors, which only a country store gives forth, 
were there also. Here, too, was the inevitable second- 
story, with great strings of cheap army shoes hanging 
from the beams, and huge rolls and piles of cheap calico 
and muslin on large plain shelves. 

A large vault deep under the ground, with smooth 
stone steps leading to the cool depths, “ grandmother’s 
mystery,” as the boys lucky enough to have grand¬ 
mothers who were farmers’ wives, called it—a place in 
which in lieu of spring houses, milk and butter were 
stored to keep sweet, is close beside the house. 

FROM PIG PEN TO BATH ROOM. 

Thus nothing was wanted, even a huge pig pen be¬ 
side the mill where the men are, was made use of. This 
building was once, it is said, a small saw-mill. It was a 
roof-covered structure, >as large as a small house, but 
only one story high. At first the place seemed useless. 
It was malodorous and filthy, and it was almost decided 
to tear it down, when a brilliant thought saved it. Will¬ 
ing lunatics were set to work. The filthy soil inside was 
dug out for a depth of two or three feet and filled in 
with clean, sweet soil. The walls were thoroughly 
cleansed and disinfected, a cement floor put down, win¬ 
dows neatly curtained, a bench put in extending the- 
whole length of the building, three huge tubs, each sep¬ 
arated by screens of cretonne, hot and cold water intro¬ 
duced, and the pig pen was transformed into a large, 
comfortable and attractive bath-room. 

LABORING PATIENTS. 

Each of the three farms comprising the asylum 
grounds, after the manner of all good farms, have at¬ 
tached to them a large apple orchard. These during 
the summer were favorite resorts of the lunatics during 
leisure moments, and a few of them who had been on 
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•farms before, and whose affliction had not driven from 
them recollections of uses to which apples may be put, 
manufactured a huge cider-press, and made barrel after 
barrel of apple vinegar, not forgetting the charcoal to 
aid in perfecting tne condiment. 

From the Whisco Nisco creek, the water supply for 
the institution is obtained. So great is the fall from the 
stream, that by simply laying pipes in the stream half a 
mile or so above the buildings, the gravity flow is quite 
sufficient to carry the water to the top story of the high¬ 
est structure. Partly as a precautionary measure, how¬ 
ever, it was decided to impound a quantity of the water 
near the old stone mill, and a large reservoir has accord¬ 
ingly been built, all of which has been the work of the 
lunatics during the past summer. 

To a chance visitor, when all these things were go¬ 
ing on, it would seem as though the lunatics were given 
unrestricted freedom ; that it would be an easy thing 
for them to wander away, or make their escape. But 
while few care to make any attempt to leave the institu¬ 
tion, should one do so, the visitor would speedily see 
that the unrestricted’ freedom was a delusion and a 
sham, and that nearly every movement of the mind- 
beclouded patients is being constantly watched by 
alert-eyed attendants. 

The new asylum is very dear to the heart of Governor 
Pattison ; all that has been donS since the beginning of 
the work at Wernersville, has been watched by him with 
the greatest interest, and the farm life of the patients 
during the past summer has been very attractive to him, 
and the evident improvement of their mental condition 
thereby has confirmed him in the good opinion he had 
previously formed of the system. One of his strongest 
expressed wishes at one of his later visits was that in 
the improvements which are being made so rapidly, the 
rustic simplicity of the place be preserved as far as pos¬ 
sible. Those who have witnessed the evident pleasure 
of the poor mind-stricken creatures in their rural rough¬ 
ing it last summer, and the picturesque features of the 
country, must echo that wish. 


Bonifacius. 



